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THE PEOPLE WHO WRITE LETTERS attacking modern art are seldom temperate in their language. One viewer, after a visit to an exlJ.ibition of
contemporary paintings, wrote: "I felt as though I had- just been
through a mental garbage dump and I could hardly wait to get home
and give my mind a bath."1 Others have protested "the amorphous
blobs and insane squiggles of the so-called modern artists"2 and the
"so-called art of men who have prostituted whatever talents they
possess to the foulest conspiracy in the history of man."3
The llfoul conspiracy" is that of Communism, a spectre linked in the
letter writer's mind with that of modem art, both un-American and
ungodly. llThere may be an excuse for foreigners to condone what
is vacuous and demoralizing-for they have grown up with such in
their own countries. But to degrade the beautiful, clean and would-be
decent land of the United States-is pretty disgusting and unforgivable...."4 And further: "This current sickness fad that portrays man
as a misshapen, sluglike, soulless shape stripped of all dignity and
humanism is an insult to those of us old-fashioned enough to believe
that lman is created in God's own image.' "5
The themes that run through these comments are hardly new. Although the works of art which serve as their targets change with passing time, the letter writers of the present closely echo the words used
by critics in the past:
1876 [commenting on the work of Renoir, Degas and Pissarro]:
IIThese self-styled artists~ve themselves the title of noncompromisers,
impressionists; they take up canvas, paint and brush, throw on a few
tones haphazardly and sign the whole thing . . . . It is a frightening
spectacle of human vanity gone astray to the point of madness."6
188 3 [cQmmenting on Whistler's Venetian series]: "Disastrous
failures." " . .. for who wants to remember the degradation of what
has been noble, the foulness of what has been fair."7
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1891 [on Gauguin]: ". . . a manufacturer of pornographic images
whose sublime ignorance has never been surpassed. . . ."8
1895 [on Cezanne]: "It's the painting of a sewage collector I" one

critic cries, while another comments on the "nightmarish sight of these
atrocities in oil which exceed the amount of practical joking legally
permissible today."9
1905 [on Matisse and the Fauves]: "What we see-apart from the
materials used-has nothing to do with painting. Formless streaks of
blue, red, yellow and green, all mixed up, splashes of raw colour juxtaposed without rhyme or reason, the naif and brutal efforts of a child
playing in its paint box."lO
1913: "The Arm"bry Show is pathologicall It is hideous!" "Some of
the most stupidly ugly pictures in the world. . . . This is not a movement and a principle. It is unadulterated cheek." ". . . nasty, obscene,
indecent, immoral, lewd and demoralizing. . . ."11
193~ [on Braque and Dali]: "So far as I can figure it out, the cult of I
the monstrous and weird originated when a would-be artist dashed off •
an abortion and gravely offered it as art (ye gods) to see how far he
could 'pull the leg' of the (subnormal) art world. . . . Any committee selecting such atrocities demonstrates the eminent qualifications of
its members as eligible candidates for the nearest lunatic asylum...."12
1949 [on Picasso's Girl Before a Mirror]: "Why are these so-called
intellectual masterpieces dished up by so many modernistic artists in I
such grotesque and hideous form?" "Many of us accept the right of
the artist, but reserve our right to turn the other way when passing the
pathological excrement. . . ."13
1954 [on a reclining figure by Moore]: "I am horrified by this mono
strosity . . . . It makes me not angry but frenzied. That figure has got '
leprosy. It has got cancer. . . . If we go down to hell we will see I
something like that."14
1965 [on paintings by Chagall]: "How could Time print such meaningless airy-fairy prose on an artist who foists his polychromatic private
hallucinations on the public as art?" And a second letter in the next .
issue of Time: "I may be a clod, but I do not see any art in Chagall's
paintings. They are just a mess. In fact, they rather remind me of
nightmares."15
But enough is enough. The paintings and sculptures produced by
the leading artists of the past century have demonstrated a remarkable
power to stir their viewers and to provoke responses of verbal hostility
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and violence. By their nature, these responses involve' a complex intertwining of emotions and ideas, although, upon analysis, certain leitmotifs are evident.
desire to disassociate modern art from the noble
and the pure; hence the reiterated terms, so<alled art, self-styled artists,
and the use of quotation marks. Whatever the means, modem art must
be kept separate from what the letter writer holds dear; it must be
kept in isolation so that the virus may be contained. This desire reflects
itself in the demand that amateur art groups so often make of museums: that "a separate jury for Traditional Art should be appointed
to select an equal number of paintings and works of art that are understandable and enjoyable to the normal citizen."16 This wording is
typical of such demands in that it asks the separation of Traditional
Art from so-called "Modern" Art and at the same time associates the
former with' understandable and normal and the latter, by implication,
with unintelligible and aberrant.
Modern art is persistently identified with sickness and disease, particularly insanity. A psychiatrist among the letter writers commented in
Life that "patients who have withdrawn from the world of reality express their fantasies in drawings and paintings which are quite without
meaning to a normal individual but which help diagnosis of the underlying conflicts. . . . The so-called modernistic representations iIIushated in Life would seem to me to be in the same category. . . ."17
The key to this view is found in the phrase, without meaning to a normal individual. The syllogism follows: these works are meaningless to
me; I am a normal individual; therefore these works are the products
of diseased minds. The further implication is that what is meaningless
to the letter writer is meaningless per se. Arrogantly he assumes that
if meaning were there he would perceive it. There is no suggestion
that the understanding of art requires more than the untutored perceptions of a normal mind. Certainly there is no suggestion that study or
knowledge might be involved, for to admit this would be to admit that
Some of the responsibility fora failure in communication might rest
upon the viewer, not all of it upon the artist.
Linked with claims of unintelligibility are assertions of ugliness:
macabre-looking, grotesque, ~rrible, disgusting. Reading through the
letters one is soon struck by the fact that the most violent language is
used with respect to paintings which are representational in their
THERE IS A STRONG
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imagery. Totally abstract paintings seldom prov.oke responses involv·
ing strong language. In 1937 Life reproduced Braque's The Yellow
Cloth and Dali's Premonition of Civil War, both included in the
Carnegie Exhibition of that year. An irate reader wrote to protest the
"floods of such products of drink, drugs or dementia, ranging from the
futile, meaningless (and relatively harmless) The Yellow Cloth, to the
monstrous and horrible incubus, Premonition of Civil War. If it ex·
presses what the artist feels (as they usually profess), then the padded
Gell yawns for snch."18 The words monstrous and horrible refer to the
.subject matter of Dali's painting as much as to its style. The notion
persists that the artist should choose his subject matter from things
both pleasant and pretty, avoiding all reference to poverty, death and
war. "Too many .•. paintings emphasize the poverty and misery of
people in America and there is too much exploitation of ugliness when
there are many things of 'beauty to show."19 Beauty is seen to be a
function of subject matter, not of artistic form, and the role of the
artist is to "communicate uplifting and beautiful thoughts."20 In the
world of the letter writers, Courbet's battle is not yet won. Truth is
beauty and beauty is truth, but only so long as the truth is not unpleasant.
Particularly among amateur artists there is a conviction that the
artist's style should be, in essence, a rosy-tinted naturalism. His art
should be familiar, accessible, and easily perceived. A man identified
as a painter and as president of a California art club stated this view
when he wrote that "we are used to having things of known beauty
held up to the people. Every man likes to look around a known world.
When he does not see that he begins to lose faith. . . ."21 The style
of the modem artist, whether Picasso, Moore or Chagall, is seen as an
undermining of known beauty in a known world. And as it is taken
for granted that the artist should describe this world in naturalistic
terms, his failure to do so is an affront not only to art but to God as
well. "Let us . . . testify [to] the wonders of the beauties of the world
God has created and that the highest creative human minds have been
able to add to in their own way. Let us think of our own Judeo-Christian
heritage. . . ."22 Let us, in other words, reject deviations from na·
turalism not only because they are unfamiliar but because we believe
the artist to be obligated to portray man as God created him.
If modern art is ungodly and disturbing, it follows that it is radical,
subversive, left-wing, and communistic. Over and over again the letter I
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writers attach one or more of these terms to the art they do not like,
either unaware or unconcerned that their vocabulary bears a disturbingly close relationship to the similar terms used (about the same art)
by the Nazis and the Soviets. The fact that the Soviets have long suppressed modem art, as did the Nazis before them, is blithely forgotten.
"Modem art is communistic because it is distorted and ugly, because
it does not glorify our beautiful country, our cheerful and smiling people, and our great material progress. Art which does not portray.our
beautiful country in plain, simple terms that everyone can understand
breeds dissatisfaction. It is', therefore opposed to our government, and
those who create and promote it are our enemies."23 This statement
made by the late Congressman George A. Dondero in 1949' was, in a
sense, an open letter to the American people, a warning not only
against the dangers of modern art but, indeed, against the subversive
dangers that lurk in all ideas that are other than plain and simple.
Again and again since then the letter writers have repeated the warning.1f modern artists are not in fact card-carrying communists they are
"being unconsciously used as tools of the Kremlin in this very effective
propaganda field."24 The paranoiac fear that the Russians are coming
becomes so mixed with fear and hatred of an unfa~iliar art as to confuse the two beyond separation.
What is Red and ungodly may be dirty as well. Gauguin was not the
first artist to be called a pornographer, nor will he be the last. All representations of the nude may seem obscene to those whose beliefs
remain strongly rooted in Victorian morality and American puritanism.
For many, however, the nude is not in itself obscene; obscenity creeps
in when the nude is represented in a manner which violates established
conventions. Manet's Le dejeuner sur l'herbe and Olympia were called
indecent, gamy and degraded at the time Cabanel's far more erotic but
academic Venus was accepted with acclaim. The outcries against the
Armory Show by Chicago clergymen, teachers, and other defenders of
law and order had a similar basis. "The idea that people can gaze at
this sort of thing witho:ut it hurting them is all bosh. This exhibition
ought to be suppressed."25 Russell Lynes's account of the investigation
of the Armory Show by the Illinois Vice Commission26 would be nostalgic and amusing were it not for more recent episodes, most notoriously those centering upon the 1966 Kienholz exhibition at the. Los
Angeles County Museum of Art. r-fow, as a hundred years ago, the
representations m~st likely to provoke a violent response are those in
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which realism is unmoderated by classical conventions-the naked;
not the nude-and Kienholz's highly moralistic tableaux are no exception to the rule.
Certain pop artists have managed to touch a new nerve with their
tongue-in-cheek parodies of the pin-up girl, a lowbrow icon previously
unviolated by art. When Tom Wesselman's Great American Nude
(a wonderful title) was published on the cover of Arts Magazine the
response was both immediate and predictable: "Where do you get off .
charging me $1.25 for pure smut? Do you think I can't get pies of
girlies like the one on your January cover at the pool parlor for thirty
cents?"27 Again, more than the nude itself, it is the style and attitude
of the artist that offend the letter writer. "Upon suggestion of my art
instructor, I became a subscriber to Artforurn. . . . The last few issues
have been, in my opinion, contemporary trash and moral depravity. I
_ . . Since it is not my policy to supply perversive material for the
influence of my children, and since I in no way wish to contribute to
the abasement of art standards ... I must ask that you cancel my
subscription immediately. . . ."28 If it can't be suppressed, in other
words, then at least let me keep my blinders on.
In April 1947 President Harry S. Truman wrote in an often-quoted
letter that "I don't pretend to be an artist or a judge of art, but I am
of the opinion that so-called modern art is merely the vaporings of
half-baked lazy people. An artistic production is one which shows infinite ability for taking pains and if any of these so-called modem paintings show any such infinite ability, I am very much mistaken."29 The
premise that art should reflect an infinite ability for taking pains cannot
be easily contested. The difficulty lies in the assumption that were the
artist truly to take pains, the result of his efforts would necessarily be
a painting something on the order of Andrew Wyeth's. A portion of
Wyeth's tremendous popularity is due to the fact that he paints .the
kind of painting the layman fancies that he himself might paint, if
only he had the skill. Skill is thus identified with but one kind of style
and, beyond this, is given disproportionate emphasis, virtuosity becoming the sole criterion of art. "There are a great many American artists,"
Mr. Truman continued, "who still believe that the ability to make
things look as they are is the first requisite of a great artist-they do
not belong to the so-called modem school. There is no art at all in
connection with the mEemists in my opinion." The notion that
creativity might lie more. ppropriately in the realm of concepts, ideas
and formal invention is no
compassed here.
I
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It is for this reason that abstract expressionist painting causes particular difficulties for the public. Superficially examined, the work of
Pollock and de Kooning creates the impression that "drawing has been
abandoned, as have familiar compositional concepts."30 And indeed,
familiar concepts (known beauty in a known world) have been abandoned: that is the core of the problem. "Why does Time waste Time
by writing articles on Willem de Kooning's new women? His nudes
are sensuous? They are hateful and macabre-looking, painted by a
third-rate news reporter who reports his own feelings."31 Earlier arlicles
on abstract expressionism provoked a spate of such comments: "Allow
me to inform you that someone has spilled some watercolors on the
pages of your August 4 art section."32 "I think it is dishonest of Time
to overplay modern art, and show such senile distortionalists and
juvenile paint slingers. . . ."38 "Your coverage of the Venice Biennale
so inspired me . . . that I gleefully smashed a hole through my copy
of Time."84 The letter writers are outraged that the artists have so far
departed from what they feel to be accepted norms; they are disturbed
(profoundly in the latter case) by work which is so lacking in apparent
skill as to raise once again the question as to wh~ther it is all a put.an
and a fraud. "We live in an age in which art has become a grotesque
hoax on the public. Art standards are now largely dictated by critics
who jeer at the understandable, by galleries which exhibit the messers
and reject the masters."811 "To paraphrase another arti~t: 'Never have
so many been duped by so few' "86 Given the premises, the conclusions
follow, but the premises won't hold water. Critics do not jeer at the
understandable; rather they comprehend forms which the letter writer
is unable (or unwilling) to perceive. Pollock was not a messer; rather
he employed skills and developed forms which are widely divergent
from those the layman expects and accepts. The best way to avoid being taken in· by a hoax, were there to be one, would be to learn something of the subject in question. The letter write9 apparently find it
easier and more satisfying to rely on preconceptions than to seek new
answers to new questions.
As LEO STEINBERG HAS POINTED OUT, the artist cannot always escape
the plight of the public. 87 He can, in fact, become a part of the public
when, upon encountering new forms which are in violation of his expectations, he responds as the public does. Steinberg cites as examples
Signac's distaste for Matisse's Bonheur de vivre and Matisse's dislike
for Picasso's Les demoiselles d' Avignon. Characteristically, however,
I
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the responses of major artists to new forms have been moderated by
their own experience as members of an avant garde. It is the academic
artist who expresses himself most negatively. Bouguereau and company
reacted against the Impressionists, the members of the entrenched
American academy were outraged by the Armory Show, and more recently Thomas Hart Benton, representing the academy of the Thirties,
commented on one occasion that "the movement Braque represents
[cubism] . . . has no more importance than those stitchings ladies do
when they have nothing to do." 3s At another time Benton wrote to
. Life that the magazine's "Round Table certainly bolsters the Russian
view that our cont~mporary Western Art is illusory, decadent and
given to an empty formalism utterly incapable of coming to grips with
solid cultural meanings. . . ." 39 Like other letter writers who have
been quoted, Benton feels his values threatened by the new forms of
art and responds defensively to these threats. Even more than the aca·
demic artist, the "professional amateur"-the art club painter of local
reputation-feels insecure in the presence of an art that he does not
know and comprehend. The violence of his response and of his attacks
upon modern art is rooted in this insecurity. The banal buckeye paintings which serve so commonly as substitutes for art are safe and familiar, a part of the American Dream, secure and comfortable. Modem
art, or high art of any kind, brings accepted values into question. "The
fear," David Riesman observes, "is to be caught liking what the others
have decided not to like." The letter writer, unable to live with fear or
insecurity, casts himself as defender of the true faith and- fights with
evangelical zeal against what he (rightly) considers to be a severe
challenge to his own values. It does no good to tell him, "If you don't
like it, don't look at it." Modetn art is the enemy incarnate and must
be exorcised.
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